Healing and Trauma
Memories of Children Survivors of the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake
Kaplan’s Typology for Trauma Memories,

Examples

from Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature

Question

What can we learn from interviews with children
who survived the 2011 East Japan Earthquake about
Trauma memories and healing?

Introduction

Over 1,700 children were orphaned by the March
11, 2011 earthquake and tsunami. The Great East
Earthquake was one of the most catastrophic natural
disasters ever to hit Japan and its damage was
enormous and still continues today. Reconstruction
Agency, a government agency, reported (2015) that
241 children under 18 lost both parents and 1537
children lost a parent in Iwate, Miyagi and
Fukushima prefectures.
Ø 4 earthquakes with a magnitude of 7 to 9
Ø Hitting within 40 minutes of each other in Tohoku
region
Ø Followed by a massive tsunami, reaching 128 feet
in height, and reaching up to 6 miles inland

Why Is This Important?

Extreme Physical and Emotional Stress

·
·
·

Blaming self for loss of parents
Absenteeism and withdrawal from social life
Ghost sighting at areas completely swept away

Childhood Experiences and Family Expectations

·

After several days of being by himself, he developed a fear of never being reunited with his family

Scenes of Death and Destruction

·

Memories of leaving her injured mother behind before the tsunami swallowed her house

Anticipatory Responses

·
·

Unable to sleep, as if another disaster was always about to happen
Waking up at night and unable to go back to sleep for hours

·

Guardian of the tsunami orphan gets six years for embezzling his aid money

Secondary Experiences

· A third grader that was a Fukushima evacuee reportedly was bullied at a new school, called “germ” and was
demanded money from him.
·
Blamed for getting compensation

Depression

·

reluctant to divulge their innermost feelings to their families or other close acquaintances

Detailed Visions

·

Memories of leaving her injured mother behind before the tsunami swallowed her house

Children’s Voices

Figure 1 Pictures of Takashi’s family and his junior high school graduation on
display in his foster home. Photograph: Kazuma Obara/Guardian

“For a long time neither of us (my sister and
I) wanted to talk [to each other] about the
tsunami. I still don’t have much contact with
her.” -- Takashi Tsuchiya (then 13),
(Scan the code to read the full story.)

“ I wanted to kill myself several times. Although it
was tough, I decided to live on, since so many people
died in the earthquake.”--One student, then eight
years old and was evacuated from the Fukushima
nuclear disaster to Yokohama reported being bullied
in school. (Scan the code to read the full story.)

I thought myself, if I had been home at the
time, maybe I could have comforted my
little sister, pushed my grandfather’s
wheelchair up the hill, grabbed my
grandmother’s hand and run with her……
My regrets kept piling on top of each other.
–Miu Hamamoto (A high school student)

Beyond Tomorrow is a program to support young survivors in the disaster-hit areas
to obtain higher education so they can become future leaders. The program consists of two
pillars: 1) a scholarship program for students who wish to obtain higher education in Japan
or abroad, and 2) a leadership program, which is a leadership track to help students realize
their roles in the world. I participated in the welcome reception for the students, which was
held in New York City last summer. Here is a voice of one past participant:
Figure 5 The volcano room, The Rainbow House

Figure 6 Hideouts along the wall, The Rainbow House
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My mother was next to me, alive and talking.
Her right leg was under the rubble and she
couldn't move. She told me to go." Sayaka's
face shows no emotion as she recounts the
moment. "I told her, 'Okay, I'll go now.' She
then said, 'Don't go!' But I still
left."
(Scan to read Sayaka’s speech
in 2014.)

In one of the most devastating natural disasters ever to hit Japan, there has been outpouring support to help children recover emotionally. Here are some examples that provide
continuous long-term support to help children’s healing processes nationally and internationally:
Beyond Tomorrow
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Figure 4, Sayaka and her mother, Riko Sugawara (left), were tossed
together out of their home. Courtesy of Sayaka Sugawara

How They Heal

Ashinaga Foundation
The organization recognized through their
previous experience in the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji
Earthquake that the hardest period for the children
were three to four years following the disaster, when
they were past the phase of having to struggle for
survival and were confronted with the reality of a
seemingly hopeless future. In 2014 Ashinaga
established three new Rainbow Houses to provide
such support in the cities in Tohoku. In the houses,
they
Ø Host gatherings, including overnights events, on
the weekends and during school breaks
Ø Have spaces where children are free to express
their pent-up emotions, without worrying about
what others will think of them

Figure 3, Miu Hamamoto

Figure 2 A handwritten note by the student. Photograph
by Kenichi Mito. Nov. 15, 2016

“As a survivor, there are many things I feel that I must do. But it is just as
important for others to continue to remember the earthquake and tsunami, and to not let it
fade away in their memories. Currently it is expected that an even larger earthquake will
hit Japan in the near future. This is why it is essential that we learn from this past
earthquake and tsunami. By sharing our experiences widely, we may not be able to prevent
an earthquake from occurring, but we will be able to ensure measures for quick
evacuation, appropriate reactions to earthquakes, and minimized damage. If we are able to
accomplish this, we will have truly learned our lessons from the past.” --- Masahide Chiba
(A high school student, who lost his mother, grandmother and home.)
Scan the code to watch their footsteps from 2011 to 2016.
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Figure 7 Masahide Chiba

Figure 8 Participants in U.S. Sumer Program 2016 visit
to Massachusetts Institute of Technology

We need to know when a disaster occurs, that there is support from outside
of Japan. As Yamamoto (2011) recounts, “I have realized anew that we,
the Japanese people, are supported by people from all over the world and
that we are not isolated or alone. “ She continues, “You are able to see the
situation in Japan from the outside and may notice things that we do not.
We would appreciate it if you could tell us what you have noticed...”
During my research, I realized that support did come from overseas; and I
often wondered if volunteers from abroad were necessary. Maybe it would
be more useful to send money to the affected areas, instead of paying for
airfare and lodging for volunteers. Also, I wondered if sending student
victims abroad made any sense. After conducting this research, I strongly
believe that exchanging people is too beneficial to overlook, as Minami
Tsubouchi, executive director of the Tokyo-based Global Fund for
Education Assistance, a non-profit foundation that runs Beyond Tomorrow,
said “Students who survived can't endure the feeling that they are seen as
wretched and miserable. One way to break away from such feelings is to
move forward and find a role to serve those in need.” She added that going
abroad is one of the things that helps students find such roles.

Proceeding Studies

Research on the effects of this tragedy are ongoing, tracking
children’s healing process and outcome in six time periods -right after the disaster, 3-months later, a year later, 3-years
later, 5-years later and now in 2107. The children who
experienced the earthquake are now adolescents with a host
of mental health problems including uncertainty, both
physical (with exposure to radiation) and psychological,
about their life brought on by human and material loss
(Hayashi & Tomita, 2012). Also, Usami et al. (2014) points
out that trauma symptoms and children’s daily lives
gradually have improved with time. However, it still remains
true that these children need constant support from guardians
or/and caregivers.

The United Nation defines a disaster as ‘a serious disruption of the
functioning of society, causing widespread human, material or
environmental losses which exceed the ability of the affected people to
cope using only its own resources.’ Various natural disasters occur each
year anywhere in the world. This occurs more frequently and each one
appears to be getting bigger and bigger. In Japan, people have prepared for
years, following the government’s guideline to stock a 3-day supply of
food and other necessities to survive a disaster. However, in this
earthquake, it was not enough

Peer Supports with 9/11 Victim Families
A group of 9/11 survivors and doctors from the
Icahn School of Medicine in Mount Sinai , New York,
NY, travels to sites throughout the Fukushima, Miyagi,
and Iwate prefectures, and exchanges their experience
and feelings of survivors and families of 9.11 and 3.11
every year. The remarkable point of this program is that
doctors continuously examine and evaluate the
effectiveness of this type of exchange, based on the
FEMA criteria. The doctors organize symposiums and
workshops for medical students of NY and Tohoku; and
emphasize the importance of long-term support
systems. One outcome of these exchanges was a picture
book titled Message on a Wing written in both English
and Japanese.

The Audience
My targeted audience will be mainly people who are interested in the areas
of children’s trauma, who are interested in supporting children, especially
international volunteers such as Peace Corps, who want to study in Japan,
and who study Asian and Asian-American Studies.

The Web Proposal
The internet is an ideal tool of spreading information on my research. This
poster is an abstract of my website. Through my website, my audience will
see:
1. If the certain mental symptoms arise as a part of trauma memories
(through the “Typology” section)
2. If it is, what they could do, where they could seek a help (the “Local
Organization List”)
3. What could be an appropriate approach, or a new approach to help the
victims besides what they already know. (the “How They Heal”
section)
4. The children victims’ voices – to know more about what actually
happened to them
My website would be evaluated by hit-counts to the links to organizations
at the How They Heal and the How Can I Spread the Word? Sections. I
will see it if this information interests/inspires my audience.

How Can I Spread the Word?
There are more than a handful organizations throughout Long Island ,
which specialized children’s trauma care. A couple of those are especially
for the victims of Hurricane Sandy. The American Red Cross on Long
Island in East Meadow, Association for Mental Health and Wellness in East
Setauket, Mental Health Association- NYC in Hicksville are among those.
Scan the code to see the list of local organizations.
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